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The personal religious stamp of politicians
too often becomes a bias in matters

of religious freedom
Statements by Thomas Schirrmacher at a panel discussion on 9/15 2014 in the German Bundestag at
the C-Congress of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group in the German Bundestag Human Rights
Freedom of Religion – Panel discussion “How do we protect persecuted Christians?”

Copy of the excerpts of the recording at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rGK2ClTBUi0 (9/16
2014)

Tanja Samrotzki, journalist, moderator: In my numerous documents I have just found a quote from
CDU/CSU politician Andreas Schockenhoff. He said this on the issue of arms supplies, but I think it fits
very well with your lecture (by Dr. Jana Puglierin, Deutsche Gesellschaft für Auswärtige Politik [German
Society for Foreign Policy], DGAP): Our way of speaking about foreign policy is slowly asdjusting to the
change of reality. Against the background of all we have heard ..., let us now look forward, look out for
possible approaches to help persecuted Christians and to make the right to freedom of religion more
effective. I will discuss our latest range of actions with the Excellencies Archbishop Warda, Archbishop
Schick and Bishop Fischer [...] as well as with Professor Heiner Bielefeldt and a new face new to this
podium now, but not unknown to you, Professor Dr. Dr. Thomas Schirrmacher.

Let me briefly introduce Mr. Schirrmacher [...] You certainly know Thomas Schirrmacher as a pioneer in
matters of religious freedom. He is chairman of the Theological Commission of the World Evangelical
Alliance, which represents some 600 million Protestant Christians worldwide. And Thomas Schirrmacher
founded the International Institute for Religious Freedom in 2006 and is also its director. Prof. Dr. Dr.
Thomas Schirrmacher is also President of the International Council of the International Society for
Human Rights. He holds a professorship in Sociology of Religion in Romania and a professorship in
Global Ethics and International Development in India. [...] I would like to briefly give you also the
opportunity to comment on what we have heard.

Minutes 43:12 to 49:20 I would emphasise that we have a tremendous pent-up demand on the subject
of human rights and religious freedom. We have no academic institutions worldwide dealing with this
issue. This applies equally to law, religious studies and theology. It is one of the tasks of our institute to
boost this, but it is a laborious business.

I was in Strasbourg a week ago where I attended an ecumenical meeting which could not be surpassed
in terms of ecumenicity: three papal commissions of the Vatican, World Council of Churches, World
Evangelical Alliance, Russian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, etc. – they all were present. And the point of
discussion was: who can provide meaningful and reliable global data? All we could do was to determine:
We don’t have any contact persons, even in the Vatican. There are people who support the issue, but
not in an institutionalized way. We can merely inquire how many Catholic bishops and priests have lost
their lives, further data is not available on demand. The Pope has given us the most solemn promise to
change that. The interest shown in this is very great.

You can take any churches. The World Council of Churches says: We have no commission responsible
for this. The Pontifical Council for the Dialogue of Religions has now for the first time taken a stand
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against religious violence – a new issue for a Council which is responsible for dialogue and which now
has to say: No dialogue is possible here. And we could now take any other areas – the number of
experts is as yet very small.

When I think about how often we [pointing to Prof. Bielefeldt] sit on stage together, this really shouldn’t
be like this. There should be loads of experts for this enormous topic, which, apparent to anyone, is
increasingly co-determinative in world politics. Nevertheless, it was inadequately represented all along.
And this applies especially to the topic of persecution of Christians. As I said, it starts with the churches.
And it applies in general to the issue of religious freedom. This is even more true for unpopular aspects
of religious freedom, such as the situation of Jehovah’s Witnesses or other, somewhat unpopular
groups. There is a little insider knowledge, but really nothing more. And that in turn has the effect that
politicians lack the competent consultation on factual basis, that they have only insufficient information
available.

Some ‘shrewd’ politicians have been persistently pointing out the significance of this issue for years, and
we owe the existence of this forum to some of them. But the international recognition is making little
progress. Only as of late there is a Commissioner for Religious Freedom in Canada. In the USA the topic
has almost completely tailed off again. In theory there are even two important committees there, but
hardly anything is happening [said in 2014].

So there is a gigantic pent-up demand when it comes to coverage, in order to get a clear picture in the
first place. And I don’t think either that many people are aware of the fact that with Iraq and Syria a
situation is highlighted in the media something which in other countries has been prevalent for some
time. Iraqis and Syrians are not the first ones to die for their religion or to be expelled in masses.

It has been said that the EU has – very encouragingly – caught up in the last two years. 40 years too
late! We should have dealt with that long ago. We recently had a hearing on Indonesia: persecution of
Christians, persecution of Shi’ites, etc., and staff-members then loudly referred to the new rules of the
EU Foreign Affairs Department and said that it would be quite terrible for Sharia law to be in place in
Indonesia on the island of Aceh. Then the Indonesian ambassador said, on the island of Aceh,
Indonesia didn’t want to allow the introduction of Sharia law. Mediator in the civil war on Aceh was the
EU, which had at that time mediated peace. The EU has said that as long as Sharia law only applies to
Muslims, it is part of the compromise, and has imposed that on Indonesia. That was the EU in former
times.

That the EU would probably not repeat today, but it shows what pent-up demand there is. I come across
this this time and again with politicians: the enormous uncertainty when religion comes into play, how to
deal with it emotionally, how to deal with it at all. This is a set screw where no one can really anticipate
what will happen. People with a secular background even less so, but even people with a religious
background often cannot appraise that at all.

Tanja Samrotzki, host: Mr. Bielefeldt, you describe an impulse that comes from within the religious
communities themselves or from the families. (turning to Thomas Schirrmacher) Could you perhaps
supplement this with government measures that have proved successful, or with organised church
measures?

Minutes 59:45 to 1:02:49 First of all, I would like to say in general terms about this positive thing: you
cannot know whether you are achieving anything if you have not tried. And I agree with all this:
education etc. But what we need above all is an immediate and offensive commitment for religious
freedom, a mission of religious freedom. That starts out positively for me. In three days I will be with the
President of Albania, an Islamic country where Christians have religious freedom. There, our people
would have to come one after the other and say: Thank you, please keep it up, we’ll help you. Turkey,
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Serbia, Bosnia, Kosovo – all neighbouring countries have different policies. The Albanians have simply
decided: Not with us.

And on the subject we are in complete agreement – it is simply not true that the regional conflicts are
often centuries old. It is concrete people here and now who decide whether they have a go at each other
or not. And we representatives of the religions must propagate: freedom of religion benefits religions. If
we are really concerned about faith, and as Christians certainly, then we must put on record: Faith is a
deep trust in God. You can’t force that! We must support the positive forces, say to them: Thank you,
keep it up. For example in Indonesia, where the situation is tense – we have to write letters of thanks.
The whole country has elected the right president, the one who has long ruled the huge capital Jakarta
together with a Christian. His opponent was more Muslim-driven. But the majority of the population did
not vote for him. We must encourage the man to implement the course he took in Jakarta throughout the
country.

Of course, we also have to promote it where this is not reality. The Catholic Church did this in the
Second Vatican Council, partly because of its experience in the USA. The Catholic Church there only
had freedom of religion, it was not popular, it was small, and in the end that did not harm it, but benefited
it. Today it is the largest church in the USA. That must be conveyed: Freedom of religion, as in our
country, does not harm religion, faith, but benefits it.

Therefore, our states would have to tout and “sell” religious freedom much more. States with religious
freedom are – as every analysis shows – peaceful states. As a rule, states without freedom of religion
are not only unpeaceful states, but also, let us think of Saudi Arabia, produce many violent movements,
because violence of this kind is bred and exported between religions. So it benefits the states, I could
also say it benefits the economy. Anyone who oppresses minorities, especially religious minorities,
always damages the economy. This should be actively promoted. We think religious freedom is a nice
thing. No, every human right, including this one, must be actively justified, defended and pushed onto
the market. And I believe that people can be convinced of this.

Tanja Samrotzki, host: Mr. Schirrmacher, would this not be the right time to forge an international
alliance? We have already mentioned that there are efforts in Canada and the USA. [...] Perhaps you
can give us an update. And wouldn’t it also be good – we said earlier that we needed a Mr or Mrs foreign
policy for the EU, and wouldn’t it also be good if we had a special envoy for religious freedom, and what
are the chances of that?

Minutes 1:15:30 to 1:19:32 Global networking is necessary at all levels. In the field of science, for
instance, we need much more internationally networked research in order to obtain data. But we also
need more networking within the church. It is a shame that even with this topic we sometimes try to sort
out ecumenical problems, while persecution of Christians is really the stupidest place to do that.
Nevertheless, for the past week we have all been conversing at the highest level, but unfortunately also
due to the events. That is within the church. Between the religions this is still very difficult to imagine.
Yes, there is no question that we need it. Freedom of religion is not yet properly established anywhere in
the UN. There are a lot of offices in the UN that are getting very nervous. The Commissioner for
Refugees, for instance, gets very nervous when the issue of religion comes up. Ethnic groups, etc., well,
they are talked about. But religious minorities?

One sore point: It has been said that German politicians do so much. I take the liberty and make you
take something to heart, although those concerned are not here. We have to consider soberly:
Internationally, but also here in the Bundestag, the problem is that the question of whether one stands
up for freedom of religion is inseparably linked with many people’s personal individual positioning
regarding religion. So when they themselves are ‘at war’ with Christianity, they stand up for all sorts of
religiously oppressed people, but when it comes to Christians, they have problems.
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The result we witnessed live here at a hearing before the Human Rights Committee: most of the people
who had gathered as experts to talk about religious freedom in Europe reflected the various parties. The
atheists said how terrible their situation was, the Muslims said how terrible their situation was, everyone
said how terrible their associates’ situations were. But freedom of religion, like a ban on torture, is not a
restricted human right that applies more or less to certain groups. We can only go ahead if we break
through this phalanx, if the atheists say, yes, we want freedom of religion for atheists, but freedom of
religion is not divisible, we want it for all. We will only get religious freedom for atheists if Christians also
have religious freedom – and Christians vice versa if we jointly pull together.

But I can see especially with politicians, not only in Germany, a very strong tendency that the personal
inner conflict, the struggle, their own point of view, is having its full impact. This is not necessarily the
case with other political topics, it happens occasionally, but with hardly any other topic does it have such
an impact that from the particular group, which politicians stand up for, one can normally deduce their
personal relationship to religion. Some say that the mention is Islam has priority. When I said: It was of
advantage for us Christians that the Yazidi are persecuted now, because many can say now: “Yazidi and
Christians are persecuted”, I certainly didn’t mean that seriously. But that is why it is much easier to talk
about it. Now I am the last one who would not want to talk about the persecution of the Yazid – but it is a
disgrace: People get killed! To call attention to that I must be allowed without having to say with the
same breath: Oh, but now I forgot to name this group and to mention that group. It is simply a shame
that people are being killed and discriminated against because of their innermost convictions, and that
should be apparent to all. In the Bundestag, if there is a vote on religious freedom, there should always
be 100% of all votes in favour! You cannot vote on Article 18 of the Declaration of Human Rights,
depending on your own experience with this or that specific religion! All have to kindly ensure that all
humans in liberty may have a religion or no religion, no matter what the politicians themselves privately
believe!

Tanja Samrotzki, host: Where is the voice of the Muslims, Mr. Schirrmacher?

Minutes 1:28:30 to 1:31:30 That depends on which country you’re going to. If you go to Indonesia, you
will find a lot of convinced Muslims who are very self-confident about religious freedom in the country.
We have a golden situation in Indonesia for our International Institute because there are Muslim
institutions that register all cases of persecution of Christians. So this is quite independent, quite evident.
It is, to be sure, another variant of Islam, very much threatened by Wahabi Arab Islam, which pumps
money into it. It exists, however, but I think this is something we must demand and support everywhere.

I have just said about the parliamentarians: we must recognize that standing up for one’s own freedom is
not religious freedom yet. That is only natural. When Alliance evangelicals are persecuted, we have a
Religious Liberty Commission of the World Evangelical Alliance, which has the assignment to defend its
own people. The Catholic Church has a diplomatic service. That is a natural thing. When my family gets
into problems, I defend my family. But freedom of religion means: We want this human right for all. That
is why the World Evangelical Alliance has our Institute and other institutions that labour for religious
freedom for all religions. I am a convinced Christian, but I do not want a single atheist to be molested
anywhere. I would like to convince him, but if I cannot convince him, then he should calmly retain his
opinion. I don’t want him to even remotely get into a situation where he might become a Christian
because he thinks he’ll get less money or have other disadvantages. And all of us together have to call
for this, also with and from the Muslims, we have to talk with them about it. Either you are for religious
freedom, then join us and demand it for all, or you want it only for yourselves, then do not complain that
others – wrongly – do not want it for you.

We had the first political Muslim party in Bonn, a local party that gained access to the city council, and I
talked to my Turkish friends. I said if you want to get rid of that smack, write a letter to Erdogan about
what you like about religious freedom here in Bonn. So they actually did. The letter has been published,
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they have written underneath the letter: “Mr. Erdogan, come and have a look at this, we are much better
off here than in Turkey.” What I’m saying is that we a) have to promote freedom of religion and that b)
jointly with Muslims also who are in favour of it, of course. There are also millions of Muslims
disillusioned about all this violence in the name of Islam. It doesn’t take much to say: I don’t want that.

Minutes 1:33:40 to 1:34:15 Just one sentence. When it came to women in Pakistan, we literally wrote
to thousands of Muslim organisations around the world saying, “Please write to Pakistan”. And the
Pakistanis have been covered up with letters from all over the world from Muslim organizations. Of
course I know that some of them did not represent their state, but were only a small group themselves.
But we wanted not only Christian letters to arrive in Pakistan, but also Muslims to say: What a bad ad is
this for Pakistan!

Tanja Samrotzki, host: Mr Schirrmacher, may I expand on this UN protection zone once again with you.
At present [said in 2014] it is specifically demanded, for instance by the chairman of the Central
Association of Assyrians in Germany, who once again points out that for the first time in 1600 years no
Christians live in Mossul. He says a UN protection zone is the only chance. How do you see that?

Minutes 1:43:43 to 1:46:20 For the World Evangelical Alliance, our general secretary visited Obama
and told him: Your country started the mess, now at least provide a protection zone. This is not a
permanent solution, but at least the situation with the Kurds has shown that protection zones can
actually stabilize situations and protect human lives.

And I would also like to say in this situation, if dialogue is the issue: We talk about two completely
different cups of tea, if we ask for the dialogue of the churches and the dialogue of the state.

On the one hand: What, I say, we churches do, there I would completely agree and still add a little bit
extra, that we must also take care of the many eventually disillusioned young people. The first IS fighters
are already coming back to Germany in a dozen, completely disillusioned. They thought they were killing
in the name of God, and in the end they realize: Everybody just shoots everybody else down, and one
officer kills the other officer because he wants his position. These movements are also powerful flow
heaters. There are no fixed numbers, but a continual coming and going, and very few of them are with
them for more than a year – there’s research available on that.

But what we are talking about here now is the state, and I think we all agree that our states react, not
because they are Christian states, but they react because they are states. And the most intrinsic task of
the state is to protect life and human rights; first on its own territory and then – this is a complicated
question, which I leave to the lawyers to sort out in detail – in principle also on other territories, where
other states fail or do not perform this protective function. In other words, for the state now the quite
banal question arises: How can we presently save the greatest number of human lives? And a protection
zone for that purpose is a very sensible idea. There is no question at all that the politicians rather than
the bishops will do a better job of calculating how this works and whether it works. The experts should
decide that. But in principle it is a sensible idea to protect human lives and to ensure that people are still
there, if we consider perhaps in two years time how things will continue there.

Tanja Samrotzki, host: The question of violence.

Minutes 1:55:14 to 1:58:11 You have to see: Christianity has to record on a positive side that the
situation has become more peaceful over the last centuries and especially in the last 50 years. What
was going on in Northern Ireland was embarrassing to all of us, and we are glad that it is, at least
officially, over. But that Christianity no longer pursues the idea of spreading mission with state support, of
taking the state to help at all, has, of course, been a process of development. And the document already
mentioned “The Christian Witness in a Multi-religious World” is, so to speak, the official symbol in the
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year 2011 that all churches have now given up on expanding in this manner. This means also that we
have consistently surrendered the monopoly on legitimate violence to the state. That means in plain
language. We no longer claim any right to violence.

The problem, of course, is the order of magnitude. This principle must be spread in the churches by way
of mission. It does not ensue automatically and certainly not simply by our people and even less in
violent situations. For us here in the peaceful West it is difficult to say to the Christians in Africa: Hold
back when violence is used against Christians. We are aware of this tremendous tension that we cannot
tell people: You must not defend yourselves, but at the same time know that when the church actively
violently intervenes in conflicts and defends itself, then we are convinced that this is not only ethically
wrong, but usually has the devastating consequence that the escalation of violence continues. This is
another thing that we have completely missed out on. With Christians in Indonesia, when, in 2005, there
were 5000 dead people, we should have had the first international consultations at that time. How do
churches actually react to the most brutal violence? Are they allowed to defend themselves or not? Now,
a week ago, we talked about the need to discuss these issues internationally. We have a consultation
with African church leaders. But, especially after the document of 2011, it is an international question
that first of all concerns the churches themselves: That they make this a completely open issue, that we
show understanding for the fact that churches, where all are slaughtered, first of all react humanly, and
that we of course encourage them, but also bring them to the point that this is primarily their own
decision. In Indonesia all churches have meanwhile decided not to answer to violence with violence, but,
of course, they can only achieve that for themselves. But it is a tremendous challenge. For me there is
no alternative to taking this courageous step, by our faith, that we do not fuel the spiral of violence with
the fact that we always produce new counter-violence.

Tanja Samrotzki, host: Very briefly, Mr. Schirrmacher.

Minutes 2:09:31 to 2:10:45 I would like to emphasize that. Let me give you an example: I am in a
Syrian Orthodox monastery with about 3000 refugees. I had my son with me, and he asked them: If I
could take you with me to Germany, now, who would come? Practically all 3000 raised their hand. Short
background: Why is that so? We always think they are still in an Arab country. But for someone who
comes from Iraq and is suddenly supposed to live in Jordan or Lebanon, it is not as if he is still halfway
home; and as a rule he knows, especially when he comes from rural areas: He will not get back to his
real home area, he may come back to the same country at best. It is a huge problem that the original
settlement areas are vanishing, this is the main reason for Iraqis to seek refuge in Europe. If they could
return to their home, they would still consider it. And that is the burning issue for politicians because, on
the other hand, if we opened the borders, we would have a million Christians from the Middle East here
in one fell swoop.


